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Abstract 
In this part autobiographical essay, I explore the social consequences of the rise of the so-
calleGµWHQGHU\HDUV¶GRFWULQH coinciding with the rise in divorce. I argue that this has led to 
increased gender apartheid around the figures of M-for-Mother and F-for-Father, and a new 
sanctification of the figure of the holy mother-and-child. I look at the inverse and 
complementary relations between M-for-Male and F-for Female and M-for-Mother and F-
for-Father, and I argue (counterintuitively) that origins, mothers and fathers are queerer in 
ancient myths and the Bible than they are in contemporary semantics and law. The idea of 
mothering-as-caring is a recent etymological innovation, hatched in the nineteenth century for 
very particular reasons, DQGVXSSRUWHGE\DGLVWLQFWO\PRGHUQLQIUDVWUXFWXUHRIµKRPH¶µFKLOG¶
DQGWKHµQXFOHDUIDPLO\¶DJDLQYHU\UHFHQt creations). Thus this new mother-and-child is and 
is not like the Virgin Mary, for she relies on modern ideologies that separate the aneconomic 
µKRPH¶IURPWKHKRXVHWKHPDWHULDOHFRQRPLFLQIUDVWUXFWXUHDQGRQZHDOWK\HFRQRPLHVWKDW
FUHDWHµFKLOGUHQ¶Whrough the emergence of schooling for all. I call for more expansive forms 
and new mythologies, which are desperately needed. I use strange old biblical texts 
6RORPRQ¶VMXGJHPHQWWKHWULDORI$EUDKDPWRFUHDWHunheimlich echoes for the so-called 
secular state and its strange constructions of the family; and I show how the Ten 
Commandments continue to influence family law. 
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In the seats opposite me at the airport, the tall man is unabashedly crumpling into tears. He 
clutches two young girls. One, the elder, stands wrapped up in his arms, staring into the mid-
distance. The other, a little blonde girl, sits on his lap and curls up into him, like the baby 
Jesus in DQDWLYLW\VFHQH<RX¶GQHHGWRVTXLQWDGPLWWHGO\WRPDNHLWDQDWLYLW\7KHPDQ




bunch of doubters I start with some basic moves²as irresistible as the quick click of the 
powerpoint slides. First: a little synopsis of the suffragette movement, including some choice 
postcards: a buck-WRRWKHGEOXHVWRFNLQJDGGUHVVLQJDZRPHQ¶VPHHWLQJZLWKWKHFDSWLRQµ$W
WKHVXIIUDJHWWHPHHWLQJ\RXFDQKHDUVRPHSODLQWKLQJVDQGVHHWKHPWRR¶GLVHQIUDQFKLVHG
men doing the laundry while their wives play cards, smoke cigarettes and debate in the House 
RI&RPPRQVDQGZRQGHURIZRQGHUVDEVXUGLW\RIDEVXUGLWLHVWKHµ6XIIUDJHWWH0DGRQQD¶D
father suckling his child with a glass nursing breast-bottle, standing in front of the 













the F term becomes sexualised? I then ask the class whether there is a male equivalent for 
µVOXW¶WKHUHVWLOOLVQRW)ROORZXSZLWKDIHZQDNHG(YHVDQG a few very clothed Marys and 
$XURUD5HLQKDUG¶VShe's so Feminine (on the bed) (1999).1 A man with pert buttocks, a 
negligee and muttonchop whiskers, subverting the acquiescence of the traditional female 




Job done. Point made.  
-- 
In the spring and summer of 2014, I find myself immersed in strange M and F texts that 
(thankfully) most people never get to read. F is clearly the cringe term. It seems so familiar, 
the weakness of this F. For a split second, in a tired moment, I sink back into habit and read 
M-for-Male and F-for-Female. But then I remember that in these legal texts it is M-for-
Mother and F-for-Father. The weakness of F-for-Father is disorientating. In so many ways I 
am profoundly out of my comfort zone. For a moment, I lazily read M-for-male and F-or-
female to get myself back into the familiar worlds I know. I long for these easy mental 
routines that are as simple as getting up and seeing your children at breakfast and putting 
them to bed at night. I am now desperate for these familiar/familial worlds. 
The one thing that is familiar about these documents is that the F term is²as ever²on the 
EDFNIRRW)KDVWRDUJXHWKDWKHLVDQDQRPDORXV)DµKDQGV-RQ¶)KLVVROLFLWRUFDOOVLWDVLI
µKDQGV-RII¶LVWKHGHIDXOWVHWWLQJIRUGDGV)KDV to write testimony about his fatherly 
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 You can gaze on this subversion of the gaze at http://www.aurorareinhard.com/web/index.php?id=143. 
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everydays. He has cooked meals for his children; taken them to galleries and museums; taken 
WKHPWRVFKRROKRZPDQ\GD\VWKLVWDNLQJWRVFKRRO"ZKRZLQVWKHEDWWOHRIWKHµWDNLQJ-to-
VFKRRO¶"ERXJKWDND\DNWRWDNH them out on the sea. He has to gather witness statements 
from those who can testify that he is an exceptionally and anomalously good F. I write one on 
his behalf. So do other friends. F-hood is assumed to be weak unless propped up by evidence. 
F is told is told very clearly by his legal advisors that this is not an equal and opposite game. 
F-hood must be asserted. Good and nurturing M-hood is assumed. Unless there are severe 
mental health or abuse issues (there are not), any criticisms of the mother will alienate the 
FRXUW,Q0¶VZLWQHVVVWDWHPHQWVVKHmay freely assault )¶V)-hood. For example, he was 
absent for work trips, leaving her to mind the children because she did not work for pay 
outside the home. For example, he does not know how to braid the chLOGUHQ¶VKDLU6KHZDV
WKHRQHZKRDWWHQGHGSDUHQWV¶HYHQLQJVWRRNWKHFKLOGUHQWRWKHGRFWRUVGURSSHGRIIDW
school. Parenthood will be decided by a tallying of hours put in at home. The court will spend 
a long time discussing little details like the braiding of the hair, and inspecting the records of 
which parent signed the children off at nursery and school.  
The man in my introductory paragraph is my partner, and the scene is a composite of the 
many heart-rending airport partings from his two daughters. Before putting his little girls on a 
chaperoned flight, we all say our goodbyes and then my partner and his daughters say their 
last clutching farewells, with my son and I standing close and looking at the suffering 
GLUHFWO\ZKLOHRWKHUVµZDONGXOO\DORQJ¶2 stare discretely or decorously look away. In April 
2014 my partner found out, entirely by accident, that his wife (with whom he recently agreed, 
mutually, to divorce) had been planning for several months to move to the USA with 
her/his/their two daughters. He discovered this quite spectacularly when a secret job 






laptop to search for a cartoon. The texts I am reading²and there are pages and pages and 
pages of them²are documents for a hearing in the family court. F and M (originally from the 
USA) and their two children have lived in the UK for eight years. Now, at the very moment 
of their divorce, F is being forced to respond to a petition by M to take the two daughters 
DJHGILYHDQGQLQHIRXUWKRXVDQGPLOHVDZD\WROLYHZLWK0¶VIXQGDPHQWDOLVW&KULVWLDQ
parents in a little town in the mid-West. His legal documents have been prepared, in a hurry, 
since F only has three months to prepare for the final hearing, only having just learnt of his 
ZLIH¶VVHFUHWSODQWRUHORFDWH)RUDZKROHVXPPHUZHUHDGQRWKLQJEXWWKLVDQGWKLQN
nothing but this, while playing with the children, who might soon no longer live half the time 
with us intimately, closely, their lives and minutes mixed with ours. Lives and loves and 
futures hang on these screeds of bureaucratic prose.  
A post on the parenting website, Netmums. (There are lots like these): 
Things have been going downhill with my husband for some time, and I feel sure now 
that we will separate at some point. I have worked full time since my daughter (now 
8) was 6 months old. 
We have had all sorts of arrangements over the year, from full time nursery care, to 
my husband working shifts, or me working partly from home. For about 5 years he 
has not had a stable job meaning that he's around at home a lot more than me. This 
has also meant that I haven't been able to give up work, or go part time. 
I'm now worried that my full time working might jeopardise my custody rights if 
things went that far. 
I already work from home one day a week, ensure I'm the one that attends parent 
teacher meetings, takes her to the doctor, gets shoes fitted etc etc. but I worry about 
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whether this is all enough. 
If I was on my own, I probably would work part time, if that was what it takes. Now 
I'm wondering if I need to do that anyway, despite the fact my husband is always 
around, in order to strengthen my case. Clearly for financial reasons I'm not keen, but 




and constant criticism if she didn't live with me. 
An equally representative extract from one of the many online adverts for family law 
attorneys in the USA: 
If you are a father and want to ask the court for physical custody, do not let gender 
stereotypes stop you. If both you and the mother work full-time, and the kids have 
after-school care, you may be on equal footing. In fact, if you have more flexible 
hours than the mother, you could have a leg up. In any event, the judge will look at 
ZKDW¶VEHVWIRUWKHFKLOGUHQ6RLI\RXWKLQNWKDW\RXVKRXOGKDYHSULPDU\FXVWRG\DQG
that you can persuade WKHMXGJHWKDWLW¶VLQWKHNLGV¶EHVWLQWHUHVWV\RXVKRXOGJR
ahead and ask for custody. If you present yourself as willing and able to parent, it will 
go a long way towards challenging any lingering prejudice against you as a father. 
Some commentary: Both texts start with the assumption that M has the symbolic and legal 
DGYDQWDJH)LVWROGµ<RXPD\EHRQHTXDOIRRWLQJ¶GHVSLWHµJHQGHUVWHUHRW\SHV¶LI0ZRUNV
full time. It is even better if M works full time to the extent that she has to use afterschool 
care. Curiously, the home, understood as the cradle of child-care, is divorced from the 
material infrastructure: the house; paying the mortgage; putting bread on the table. Home 




seems to be the only sphere where care is separated from provision. This is certainly not the 
FDVHLQUHODWHGWHUPVVXFKDVµFDUHRIWKHHOGHUO\¶RUWKH N.H.S, where the principle is clearly 
µ1RPRQH\QRLQYHVWPHQWQRFDUH¶ 
Both texts also work from the (correct) assumption that, in the age of biopolitics, only the 
mathematical-bureaucratic can undermine the cultural mythologies and the ascendancy of M. 
The M who posts her anxieties on Netmums is carefully calculating hours worked against 
income and custody claims. She is also making sure that she is doing everything she can to 
tick the boxes to score well on the perceived application form of competitive parenthood: a 
IRUPWKDWµQDWXUDO¶DVRSSRVHGWRDGRSWLYHRUIRVWHUSDUHQWVRQO\QHHGWRILOORXWDWWKHSRLQW
of separation. She is the one who...takes the children to school; buys shoes; and goes to 
parent evenings (presumably not with her husband, but instead of him, or else equal parent-
points would be scored).   
1HROLEHUDOVWDWHVµHIIDF>H@WKHERXQGDULHVEHWZHHQWKHVSKHUHRISURGXFWLRQDQGUHSURGXFWLRQ
ODERXUDQGOLIHPDUNHWDQGOLYLQJWLVVXHV¶3 They carefully monitor reproduction, birth and 
death rates, population demographics, fertility rates, and patterns of migration. With an 
DQ[LRXVH\HRQWKHµGHPRJUDSKLFWLPHERPE¶DQGDJHLQJSRSXODWLRQVWKH\GHYLVHVWUDWHJLHV
to incentivise parenthood, (parental leave; flexible working; the stigmatisation of 
FKLOGOHVVQHVVZKLOHDOVRILQGLQJZD\VRILQFHQWLYLVLQJERWKSDUWQHUV¶UHWXUQWRZRUNDQG
taxation). Pop Foucaults and the concept of gender are widely used in government and 
PDQDJHPHQWWKHRU\7KHUHLVFOHDULQVWUXPHQWDOYDOXHLQWKHLGHDWKDWµVXEMHFWLYLWLHV¶DQG
gender identities can be changed. Production and reproduction, fertility and the economy are 
carefully balanced in calculations of desirable and flexible roles for M and F. Feminists have 








neoliberal governmentality. According to political scientist Jemima Repo, the theory of sexed 
LGHQWLWLHVDVPDQLSXODEOHUROHVLVGHSOR\HGDVDQµLQYLVLEOHKDQG¶5 And yet, I have seen no 
public discussion of the fact that in many cases parents are reducing working hours or leaving 
the workplace to secure their relative positions vis-a-vis child custody.  Surely it is useful to 
point out the more than emotional costs to the pervasive cultural and legal mythology that, 
when it comes to the special case of the divorcing family, paid work is in an antithetical (not 
supportive) relationship to care.  
:KHQKHILUVWUXVKHGWRWKHORFDOVROLFLWRU¶VRIILFHP\SDUWQHUZDVWROGV\PSDWKHWLFDOO\µ,W¶V
KDUGIRUGDGV¶,W¶VPDQLIHVWO\KDUGIRUPDQ\JURXSVLQWKHOHJDOV\VWHP$IULFDQ$PHULFDQV
ethnic minorities, and women who have suffered abuse or rape. But no professional would be 
DEOHWRVWDWHWKHVHIDFWVRILQHTXLW\ZLWKRXWLPSO\LQJWKDWWKLQJVPXVWFKDQJH8QOLNHµ,W¶V
KDUGIRUEODFNIRON¶RUµ,W¶VKDUGIRUZRPHQ¶µ,W¶VKDUGIRUGDGV¶VHHPVWRbe a special case of 
inequality: a normalised, routinised and vengeful inequality WKDWKDVQ¶W\HWEHHQVXEMHFWWR
socio-political critique and so can still be spoken out loud. The exceptional status of the 
father rests on a narrative of past sins and institutional-legal restitution. Unlike ethnic 
minorities, the father was once in power²DEVROXWHO\µ7KHVLQVRIWKHIDWKHUVVKDOOEHYLVLWHG
RQWKHIDWKHUV¶FI([RGDQG-PRUHRUOHVVµ%\PDUULDJHWKHKXVEDQGDQGZLIH
are one person in law: that is, the very being, or legal existence of the woman is suspended 
during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; 
                                                          
4
 Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects, p. 141-µ7KHVFLHQWLILF-sounding term gender appears to strike a more 





under whose wing, protection and cover, she performs everything; and is therefore called...a 
femme-covertKHUKXVEDQG>LVFDOOHG@KHUEDURQRUORUG¶6  Thus spake Sir William 
Blackstone (1723-1780) in his Commentaries on the Laws of England. The wife was 
absorbed into the sovereign father. M-for-Mother had the sole parental rights over 
illegitimate children: the children who were not counted on paper, in the legal recording 
systems. F-for-Father was the sole guardian of his legitimate children in the event of divorce. 
It is hard to imagine a starker example of the feminist truism about the replacement of 
µQDWXUDO¶UHSURGXFWLRQZLWKVHOI-reproducing legal, political structures: families, patriarchies, 
societies²and eventually, states.7 The father is the father on paper, in the structure, in the 
recording system. Wherever there is paper and law, there, at the origin, is the Father. Where 
there is scripture, there is the Father. The edifices of social reproduction seem to be upheld 
from the beginning, from the Genesis, by the Uber-Sovereign, the Sky Daddy. In Genesis, 
this massively aggrandised pronoun, this spectacular He, creates by dividing: skies and 
heavens; sea and dry land; M and F. As Esther Fuchs famously argued, Genesis, the book of 
beginnings, is the starkest conceivable allegory of the usurpation of maternal power. 
Daughters are rarely registered. Sons proliferate. The matriarchs and the most important 
wives are barren. They need divinely-assisted IVF. Reproductive power is transferred to the 
archive and the textual umbilical cord stretching from father to son. God and structure 
intervene and supply what the merely natural, the merely maternal, cannot. The family of 
Abraham only really gets going when (mere) birth is replaced by blood sacrifice--hyperbirth, 
µELUWKGRQHEHWWHU¶-- in the near sacrifice of Isaac which is a dress rehearsal for the 
crucifixion.8 In Genesis 22, a text markedly devoid of women,9 a male trinity of God, father 
                                                          
6
 Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, book 1, chapter 15, section 111, p. 442. 
7
 See for example Stevens, States without Nations. 
8
 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion and Paternity, p. 37.  
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and son create offspring splattered across the skies, like stars, and bedded down into the land, 
like sand (Gen. 22.17). It is hard to imagine a more graphic, massive projection of symbolic 
paternity: a paternity that auto-generates without passing through the body of a woman; a 
paternity that projects its colonising symbolism up into the heavens, and down into the land. 
7KHKRPRORJ\EHWZHHQ%ODFNVWRQH¶VSURQRXQFHPHQWDQGWKH%LEOHLVUHDO²and also illusory. 
For Fathers ±divine and human²were never as powerful in the Bible as they were able to be 
in the legal infrastructures of the modern state. Ever since Sir John Locke triumphed over the 
KLODULRXVRYHUVWDWHPHQWRIELEOLFDOSDWHUQDOSRZHULQ6LU5REHUW)LOPHU¶VPatriarcha (1680), 
the old Bible has been taken as the original manifesto of absolute patriarchy. In popular 
myths of secular emancipation, the Bible plays the role of tradition; the foil to secular 
PRGHUQLW\¶VSURJUHVVWKHROGUXOHRIWKH*RG-Father; the patriarchal past. This image of the 
Bible as absolute patriarchal power has been so important because it has enabled the modern, 
secular state to define itself as less authoritarian, less violent, less hierarchical²and 
committed to (imperfectly realised and usefully vague) goals of equality and being free. In a 
story rehearsed over and over again by the acknowledged forefathers of modernity, from 
/RFNHWR)UHXGµ7KHVRQVLQDQDFWRIV\PEROLFLIQRWDFWXDOSDUULFLGHZLWKGU>H@ZWKHLU
FRQVHQWWRWKHIDWKHU¶VSRZHUDQGFODLP>HG@WKHLU QDWXUDOOLEHUW\¶10 In this potent political 
mythology, the defining liberty of modernity was born from the dead (decapitated) body of 
the father-king. But as Carole Pateman and other feminist political theorists have pointed out, 
the critique and death of the father (including, especially, the divine father) created a new 
order of fraternity that excluded women. Additionally (and this will be crucial for my 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
9
 +RZHYHULWVKRXOGDOVREHQRWHGWKDW*HQHVLVLVµERRNHQGHG¶E\WKHVWRULHVRI+DJDUDQG6DUDKLQ*HQHVLV
21 and Genesis 23, as if begging the question of the excluded women. 
10
 Pateman, The Sexual Contract, p. 93. 
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argument) the rise of the private sphere of the family produced an increasingly polarised 
gender apartheid, and a more secure male-fraternal domination of the public sphere. 
µ6HFXODU¶IHPLQLVWFULWLFVKDYHIRUWKHPRVWSDUWVLPSO\UHSHDWHGWKHROGWUXLVPDERXWWKH
Bible as the manifesto of the Big Sky Daddy. Ironically, this assumption aggrandises the 
powers of the old gods and fathers. It also strangely mimics the image of the Bible in the 
UHFHQWUKHWRULFRI&KULVWLDQVZKRZDQWWRVHHWKH%LEOHDVWKHVHFXUHEDVWLRQRIµIDPLO\
YDOXHV¶)HPLQLVWVDQGIXQGDPHQWDOLVWVJURXSVWKDWERWKKDGWKHLURULJLQVLn the nineteenth 
century) secured the popular image of the Bible as the consolidation of patriarchy and the 
nuclear family²albeit as part of opposing agendas. Gradually feminist biblical critics have 
been uncovering a more interesting story of divine/male weakness that has become stronger 
over the last twenty years. The most important discovery that I felt I made in my first book, 
The Prostitute and the Prophet, back in the mid-nineties, was that projections of divine-male 
power were fragile. The book came out just as at the same time Harold Eilberg Schwartz 
published *RG¶V3KDOOXV, and already tapped into a growing body of work on divine/male 
insecurity.11 6RFLRORJLFDOO\DQGWH[WXDOO\ELEOLFDOSDWULDUFK\LVµIUDJPHQWDU\QRWKHJHPRQLF¶
desired, but never perfectly achieved.12 0DU\'DO\¶VRIW-FLWHGVWDWHPHQWWKDWµ,IWKH*RGLV
PDOHWKHPDOHLVJRG¶QRZKDVDFRUROODU\²albeit one less frequently heard. In the strange 
ROGWH[WVRIWKH%LEOHDPDOHEXWVWUDQJHO\GHVH[HGGLYLQLW\GRHVQ¶WGLYLQLVHWKHPHUHO\
mortal father. He, capital H, immasculates him. He makes the male the un-god, the foil for 
his gigantic masculinity. As Leah Bronner and others have observed (but still within the 
VHTXHVWHUHGZDOOVRIIHPLQLVWELEOLFDOFULWLFLVPµLILWLVWKHGLYLQHIDWKHr who is responsible 
IRURSHQLQJDPRWKHU¶VZRPEit is not clear at all what role the human father plays¶13 
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 %URQQHUµ6WRULHVRI%LEOLFDO0RWKHUV¶S?  
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And/but it is also true that the Bible often brutally and anxiously arrogates all the powers to 
father. Yhwh Elohim murders or metaphorises Tiamat DQGWXUQVKHULQWRµWKHGHHS¶EHIRUH
getting on (alone) with the beginning of the world. He creates a bizarre c-section birth from 





reproductive powers from the mother, or is the father being pushed from the point of origin? 
Or both at once? We could summarise the convoluted beginnings in Genesis 1-DVµ+H
FDSLWDO+HPDGHKLPORZHUFDVHµKH¶WKHQµKHU¶EXWWKHQVKHDQG+LPPDGHDVRQZLWKRXW
KLP¶*RGDQG0-for Male as primary, and Female secondary; then God and M-for-Mother 
primary, with the father off  stage left. Who has priority? Where does origin begin? M and F 
both have fantasies of autogeneration without the other. Later, in the first dress rehearsal for 
the virgin birth, the Lord visits/desires (paqads) Sarah and Sarah conceives (Gen. 21.1).  
The origin has always been queerer than the cliché of the origin as Male-Paternal²in the 
Bible, and in popular speech. When I do my little Dale Spender riff in my Feminism 101 
FODVVHVRQHRIWKHNH\H[DPSOHV,XVHLVµWRPRWKHU¶DQGµWRIDWKHU¶6HHKRZWKHQRXQVDUH
YHUEHGGLIIHUHQWO\"µ7RIDWKHU¶LVWRFUHDWHWRRULJLQDWHµ7RPRWKHU¶LVWRQXUWXUHWRFDUH,
had always thought of this distribution of parental/creative symbolic labour as quasi-eternal. 
Now, through a more research, I find that it is yet another example of a recently created 
WUDGLWLRQ:KHQWKHYHUEµWRPRWKHU¶ILUVWDSSHDUHGLQ(QJOLVKLQWKHILIWHHQWKFHQWXU\LW
PHDQWZKDWZHQRZWDNHWREHWKHPHDQLQJRIµWRIDWKHU¶WKDWLVWRµbe the source or 
15 
 
RULJLQDWRURIWRJLYHULVHWRSURGXFH¶.14 The OED gives a whole range of examples of nouns 
being mothered into being, or causes mothering effects. Mothering can happen to all kinds of 
nouns, from floods, to private masses, to art, to vice, to evangelisation, to books.15 I think of 
old Eve, Life, Havvah, the mother of all living. I WKLQNRI0LHNH%DO¶VSRLQWDERXWSULPDF\
and priority in Eden. Metaphors we live by. Metaphors of life and origin above all.  
It is unheimlich, given the later clear redistribution of the roles in the home, to see the verb 
µWRPRWKHU¶XVHGLQVHQVHVWKDWZHQRZVROHO\DWWULEXWHWRµWRIDWKHU¶,WLVQRZLPSRVVLEOHWR
WKLQNRIµPRWKHULQJ¶DERRNIRUH[DPSOHZLWKRXWWKLQNLQJRIFRGGOLQJDERRNRUVXFNOLQJD
book. How strange, this older idea of the mother as cause; shared origin; or first cause.  To 
us, it seems etymologically impossible, especially since feminists accept and repeat the 
widely-shared truism that µ:KLOHDPDQFDQSRVVLEO\³PRWKHU´DFKLOGLWLVXQKHDUGRIIRUD
ZRPDQWR³IDWKHU´DFKLOG¶VR1DQF\&KRGRURZ16 But yet how did we miss (or repress) the 
IDFWWKDWµIDWKHULQJ¶DFKLOGLVH[DFWO\ZKDWZRPHQGRLQODZ²especially family law and 
LPPLJUDWLRQODZ"$VµWRPRWKHU¶KDVIDGHGDVDYHUERIFUHDWLRQLQFRPPRQVSHHFKWKH
relation between mothering and origin has been intensified in law. For example, in the recent 
case of Nguyen v. The United States Immigration and Naturalisation Service (2001), the 
court judged that Tuan Anh Nguyen was an alien: a non-citizen like his mother, rather than a 
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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citizen like his father.17 7KHUDWLRQDOHZDVWKDWµWKH opportunity for a meaningful relationship 
inheres in the very event of birth, an event so crucial to our constitutional and statutory 
understandings of citizenship¶18 Note the literalisation of the etymology of nation, from 
nascere/natio, to be born.  The &KLHI-XVWLFHDVVHUWHGµ,EHOLHYHWKDWWKH6WDWHLVIXOO\MXVWLILHG
in concluding, on the basis of common human experience, that the biological role of the 
mother in carrying and nursing an infant creates stronger bonds between her and the child 
than the FKLOGWKDQWKHERQGVUHVXOWLQJIURPWKHPDOH¶VRIWHQFDVXDOHQFRXQWHU¶19 A father 
RQO\EHFRPHVDIDWKHUµZKHQKHHOHFWVWRGRVR¶ZKHUHDVDµZRPDQEHFRPHVDPRWKHULQERWK
WKHOHJDODQGVRFLDOL]HGVHQVHXSRQWKHHYHQWRIELUWK¶20 The origin is umbilical; natural 
(naturalised). In contemporary law, nature over-ULGHVWKHQDPHDQGWKHSKDOOXV7KHIDWKHU¶V
DEVHQFHLQJHVWDWLRQEHFRPHVDQDOOHJRU\IRUKLVUROHLQWKHFKLOG¶VOLIHDVWDUWLQJSRLQWRI
absence that he may possibly make restitution for, but still a primary absence, or fall. As 
Bruno Latour has pointed out, modern epistemology is caught in an aporia between the idea 
of the constructed and the given, or the natural: a paradox it resists by separating the world 
into fact objects (given) and fairy objects (constructed).21 In this judgement the Mother 
EHFRPHVWKHIDFWREMHFWQDWXUDOZKLOHWKHµIDWKHU¶EHFRPHVDIDLU\REMHFWDYLUWXDO
construct, a possible role or social script that few fathers fulfil. 
,QKHUEHDXWLIXOHVVD\µ6WDEDW0DWHU¶-XOLD.ULsteva proposes that we think of New Testament 
scenes where the son-PHVVLDKOHDYHVWKHµQDWXUDO¶IDPLO\IRUWKHV\PEROLFIDWKHU/XNH-
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49; John 2.3-5; John 19.26-27) as a biblical typology for all our social structures of filiation 
WKDWUHVWµQRWZLWKWKHIOHVKEXWZLWKWKHQDPH¶.22 The movement from the flesh to writing 
leads to violent exclusions: for example symbolic filiations where daughters and mothers are 
sidelined in reproduction and cultural reproduction; or the supersession of the Jews, who, 
stuck in the flesh, cannot join the new community of the name. But, positively, it also creates 
wild and creative possibilities for new families and solidarities that transcend essentialised 
racial or sexual markers. The Old and New Testaments experiment with wild forms of the 
family, including the nation born from the woman who had sex with her father-in-law when 
disguised as a prostitute; warring twins (both with a highly plausible claim to the origin); the 
surrogate mother/grandmother; sons made from stones; those who leave the flesh family and 
PDNHQHZIDPLO\E\EHLQJµERUQDJDLQ¶:HDVVXPHWKDWVLQFHWKH¶VZHKDYHEHHQ
thinking for the first time about new permutations of the family: ivf babies, surrogate 
mothers, foster families, single parent families and so on. But types of these new-old 
recreations of the family are there in biblical foundation myths. As Marcella Althaus-Reid 
SRLQWVRXWWKH%LEOH¶VVH[XDORULJLQVWRULHVDUHµFKDRWLFXQSUHGLFWDEOHDQGLPPRUDO7KDWLV
ZK\ZHOLNHWKHP¶23 We are drawn to the families in the Bible because of their perversity, 
their insecurity, their fluidity²precisely not their normativity. The strangeness of biblical 
families is so pronounced that is surely deliberate. But it is also accidental, a reflection of the 
difference between ancient cultures and modern states. In one of many striking observations 
in a troubling book,24 Jacqueline Stevens observes that there can be no control and regulation 
of the family and nationality without the intricate recording systems of modern states. µ$EVHQW
marriage records, the story of origins would be...haphazard, subject to fakery, invention and 










is because²or at least partly because²in the Bible the family/the origin is subject to a form 
of writing and story-telling that is nothing like the meticulous records of family data held at 
Somerset House in the UK.  
,Q%ULWDLQWKHPHWLFXORXVOHJDOUHFRUGLQJRIIDPLOLHVFDPHLQWKH¶VZLWKWKHBirths and 
Deaths Registration Act of 1836 and the establishment of the General Register Office, later 
merged with the Government Statistical Service. (In the USA, records were being kept in a 
piecemeal fashion by the mid-1800s by local health departments in a few large cities, but 
most states only developed registration laws in the twentieth century.) In the same decade 
that family records were being made official, the Custody of Infants Act of 1839 established 
the so-called tender years doctrine, which gave custody of the children under seven²and 
then, from 1873, under sixteen-- to the mother. ,QWKH¶VWKHVDPHOHJDOGRFWULQHZDV 
established on the other side of the Atlantic, most notably in the landmark judgement Helms 
v. Franciscus (1830). ,Q%ULWDLQWKHH[WHQVLRQRIWKHµWHQGHU\HDUV¶GRFWULQHLQZDV
followed by the introduction of a penalty for not registering all births just two years later in 
1875. Now that families were recorded by law, they could be monitored and the duties of M 
and F assigned and controlled by the state. From 1873, it was established that children 
belonged to the mother as long as they were children: that is, under the age of sixteen. Only if 
an M defaulted on the virtues of M-hood would she be forced to forfeit these natural 
advantages and prerogatives of motherhood. In the nineteenth century, the anxiously 
inscribed exception was, of course, the adulterous M. 
The primary right of a mother to her children was never argued on the grounds of right or 
HTXDOLW\EXWµQDWXUH¶²and primordial rights enshrined in nature. This is still the case. We 
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inherit legal systems in which women strategically made inroads on the absolute right of the 
father, through strategic supplications to/against the law from the place of maternal softness 
and grace. According to the judgement in the Maryland case Helms v. Franciscus (1830): 
µ7KHIDWKHULVWKHULJKWIXODQGOHJDOJXDUGLan of all his infant children; and in general, no court 
can take from him the custody and control of them, thrown upon him by the law, not for his 
gratification, but on account of his duties, and place them against his will in the hands even of 
his wife....Yet even a court of common law will not go so far as to hold nature in contempt, 
and snatch helpless, puling [sic]  infancy from the bosom of an affectionate mother, and place 
it in the coarse hands of the father. The mother is the softest and safest nurse of infancy, and 
ZLWKKHULWZLOOEHOHIWLQRSSRVLWLRQWRWKLVJHQHUDOULJKWRIWKHIDWKHU¶26 Affectionate bosom 
YHUVXVFRDUVHKDQGVµ+DLOPRWKHUVRXUFHRIORYH¶ 27 New dichotomies of M and F. In 
Britain, the new legislation was softly and strategically forced by the activist and pamphlet 
writer Caroline Norton (1808-1877), whose campaigns led to the passing of the Custody of 
,QIDQWV$FWWKH0DWULPRQLDO&DXVHV$FWDQGWKH0DUULHG:RPHQ¶V3URSHUW\
Act (1870). Caroline left her husband in 1836, and her husband sued her close friend Lord 
0HOERXUQHWKHWKHQ3ULPH0LQLVWHUIRUDGXOWHU\RUµFULPLQDOFRQYHUVDWLRQ¶7KRXJKWKHMXU\
rejected the claim, Caroline was unable to obtain a divorce and was denied access to her three 
sons. Though she was so widely perceived as a victim of injustice that she used as the model 
for the fresco of Justice in the House of Lords, her reputation, like that of Mary 
:ROOVWRQHFUDIWZDVIRUHYHUGRPLQDWHGE\VH[XDOVFDQGDODQGWKHDFFXVDWLRQRIµDGXOWHU\¶
stifled her major contribution to legal reform. Strategically, in her soft-forceful campaign, she 
took up the stance of the Syro-Phoenecian or Canaanite woman (cf. Matt. 15.21-28; Mark 
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7.24-30) scavenging for crumbs under the acknowledged table of paternal sovereignty, and 
drawing on the Pauline trope of the law versus mercy, spirit, or grace. Prayers to the Father 
PLJKWMXVWUHVXOWLQJUDFHµ7KHQDWXUDOSRVLWLRQRIZRPHQ¶ZURWH&DUROLQHµLVLQIHULRULW\WR
PDQ$PHQ7KDWLVDWKLQJRI*RG¶VDSSRLQWLQJQRWRIPDQ¶VGHYLVLQJ¶28 The boundaries of 
the thinkable and the conceivable could only be tinkered with from the vantage point of 
tenderness.  
The gift came in a similarly paternalistic spirit. In the House of Commons debate over the 
Custody of Infants Act in DecHPEHURQH03VWDWHGWKDWµFRPPRQVHQVHDQGMXVWLFH
DQGKXPDQLW\¶GLFWDWHGWKDWµIDLUSURWHFWLRQVKRXOGEHDIIRUGHGE\WKHVWURQJHUVH[ZKRPDNH
WKHODZVWRWKHZHDNHUVH[IRUZKRPWKHODZLVPDGH¶29 Those who opposed the tender 
years doctrine anGQHZGLYRUFHOHJLVODWLRQSURWHVWHGWKDWWKHLQQRYDWLRQVZHUHµDQWLFKULVWLDQ¶
DQGµLPPRUDO¶DQGZRXOGEUHDNGRZQµWKHODVWDQGVWURQJHVWDQGRQO\HIIHFWXDOSUHYHQWLRQ
still existing against separation (viz. the certain assurance in the mind of every wife that if she 
does leave ipso facto VKHZLOOORVHDFFHVVWRKHUFKLOGUHQ¶ 30 7KHµLPSOLHGSHQDOW\RIORVLQJD
FKLOG¶SURWHFWHGWKHµLQVWLWXWLRQRIPDUULDJHWKHERQGE\ZKLFKGRPHVWLFPRUDOLW\ZDV
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FKHULVKHGDQGSUHVHUYHG¶31 But, fears notwithstanding, grace prevailed. Because He had been 
properly approached, the sovereign father-God was gracious to mothers who (in the words of 
/RUG/\QGKXUVWµKDYHQRYRLFHZKDWHYHULQPDNLQJWKHODZZKRVHLQWHUHVWVDUHHQWLUHO\LQ
the hands and at the mercy of the law-makers...and who ask merely for protection against the 
cruelty and injustice which may be (and I grieve to say is too often) perpetrated by a brutal 
W\UDQWIRUWLILHGE\WKHOHWWHURIWKHODZ¶ 32 7KHLQGLYLGXDOIDWKHU¶VGLVFUHWLRQZKLFKZDV
potentially tyrannical) was overruled by the greater benevolent Father, the Law.  µ8SRQ
hearing the petition of the Mother of any Infant or Infants being in the sole Custody or 
&RQWURORIWKH)DWKHU¶the Lord Chancellor or the Master of the Rolls VKDOOµLIKHVHHILW
make an Order for the access of the Petitioner to such Infant or Infants, at such Times and 
VXEMHFWWRVXFK5HJXODWLRQVDVKHVKDOOGHHPFRQYHQLHQWDQGMXVW¶DQGµLIVXFK,QIDQWRU
Infants shall be within the Age of Seven Years to make an Order that such Infant or Infants 
VKDOOEHGHOLYHUHGWRDQGUHPDLQLQWKH&XVWRG\RIWKH3HWLWLRQHUXQWLODWWDLQLQJVXFK$JH¶33 
This is a transitional statement. The Mother prays to the Lord/ the Lord Chancellor for 
access. But children under seven belong to the mother. They µdepend more on the tender 
ZDWFKIXOFDUHRIWKHPRWKHUWKDQRIWKHIDWKHU¶34 When they are under the age of seven ±and 
then, from 1873, under the age of sixteen²the mother no longer needs to pray.  
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In the nineteenth century, a new symbolic edifice of motheUKRRGZDVµKDWFKHG¶LQERWKVHQVHV
of the word:  as a strategic plan, and as a newly-born concept.  The new segregated senses of 
µPRWKHULQJ¶DQGµIDWKHULQJ¶ZHUHERUQDWH[DFWO\WKHVDPHWLPHWKDWPRWKHUVZHUHSHWLWLRQLQJ
for access to their children on the grounds of natural feeling and an exclusive relationship to 
care. The OED lists the first uses of mothering as caring in 1863 and 1878.35 The affective, 
VSHFLDOLVWYHUEµWRPRWKHU¶ZDVQRZH[FOXVLYHO\UHVHUYHGIRUFDUHDQGZLWKDQH[FOXVLYH
claim to care. The antimony Law versus Nature started to appear everywhere²more or less 




GHILDQFH¶36 As the feminist movement adapted the old liberal attack on the father-sovereign, 
so it took up its own version on the old deist attack on scripture from the vantage point of 
QDWXUDOODZ:RPHQ¶VULJKWVZHUHRUGDLQHGE\QDWXUHDQGWKHGLYLQLW\LQQDWXUHEXWUHSUHVVHG
by the falsification and the overwriting RIVFULSWXUHDQGWKHODZ,Q&DG\6WDQWRQ¶VYHUVLRQRI
WKHDUJXPHQWZKLFKZDVPRUHIRUFHIXOWKDQ&DUROLQH1RUWRQ¶VDQGWRRIRUFHIXOIRUPDQ\RI
her contemporaries), nature was the primordial force of justification, that could rise up 
against theology and scripture. In later versions of the argument from nature, the Mother-
)HPDOHEHFDPHµFORVHUWRWKHERG\WR³QDWXUH´DQGDOOWKLQJVQXUWXULQJ¶37 in arguments that 
came perilously close to those of conservative thinkers who had their own reasons for seeing 
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the feminine as the nicer FRXQWHUSRLQWWRWKHµXQEULGOHGDPELWLRQRIWKHSKDOOXV¶38 This 
neutered, nice, nature lost its connection to bloody, competitive nature, and also insistent, 
insurgent, primordial force. 
7KLVJUDFLRXVFRQFHVVLRQWRZRPHQ¶VPDWHUQDO QDWXUHQRWZRPHQ¶VULJKWVDQGIHPLQLQH
softness, still shapes family law. Despite years of working in the disciplines of Biblical 
Studies and Religious Studies (which often live down to the popular caricature of patriarchal 
Religion), I am staggered by the paternalism of the law. The book I have used to research the 
history of the tender years doctrine is written by a former senior family judge for Hampshire 
DQGWKH,VOHRI:LJKWDQGLQKLVGHVFULSWLRQRI&DUROLQH1RUWRQKHXVHVVHQWHQFHVVXFKDVµ$W
16 she was much more attractive than when younger, her figure had filled out and she had a 
YHU\JUDFHIXOQHFN¶39 If not a lovely face, at least a lovely neck. The author describes 
&DUROLQH¶VGLPLQXWLYHVWDQFHDVVWUDWHJLFVRIWQHVVµ,WZDVPRUHHIIHFWLYHWRplay the helpless 
little woman needing a knight in shining armour than to be a strident feminist seeking 
HTXDOLW\¶DVWDWHPHQWWKDWLVVXUHO\FRUUHFW40 But, oblivious to the irony, he consistently 
performs the paternalism that still governs British family law. My partner was truly shocked 
by the paternalistic and protective demeanour of the sixty-five year old judge who also 
seemed strangely flirtatious with his ex-wife. In his judgement, the judge fully acknowledged 
that the daughters clearly loved F and that F loved them, but he pronounced that with time he 
ZRXOGµJHWRYHULW¶+HFRQGHPQHG)IRUEHLQJµRYHU-HPRWLRQDO¶DQGK\SHUEROLFLQGHVFULELQJ
his profound attachment to his children and their attachment to him. Law must have its 
reasons and in this case the reasons for allowing the children to move 4000 miles away from 
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(myself). No deep connection between the mother-and-child without the risk of the mother-
as-child. It is inconceivable that these rationales would have worked if my ex-husband had 
gone to court looking for primary custody of my son, or if my new partner had sought, for the 
same reasons, to move the children 4000 miles away from their M. 
The judgements PDGHLQP\SDUWQHU¶VFDVHPDGHPHWKLQNRIWKDWVWUDQJHROGVWRU\RI.LQJ
Solomon presented with the two rival parents, in this case rival mothers (1 Kings 3. 16-28). 
)RUQRFOHDUDSSDUHQWUHDVRQWKHVWDUWLQJSRLQWLQP\SDUWQHU¶VFDVHDQGPDQ\RWKHUVLVthat 
the child cannot be cut in half²or shared--and so a momentous decision must be made. In 
our case the CAFCASS µ&KLOGUHQDQG)DPLO\&RXUW$GYLVRU\6XSSRUW6HUYLFH¶officer 
presented the very idea that the children live between two homes as a scandal: a crazy idea. 
Had the children stayed in the UK, F would have received the allotted time of one weekend 
every fortnight, which is the standard allocation and the one proposed by M. Even in the 
USA, where the tender years doctrine has been challenged by the fourteenth amendment,41 
DQGVRPHVWDWHVQRZSURPRWHµVKDUHGFXVWRG\¶µVKDUHGFXVWRG\¶FDQVWLOOPHDQXSWRVHYHQW\
percent of the time with one parent, while states boast that joint custody statistics are (for 
example) now as high as ten or twenty per cenWµ7KHOLDULQKHUELWWHUMHDORXV\H[FODLPHG
³,WVKDOOEHQHLWKHUPLQHQRU\RXUV²GLYLGHLW´7KHQWKH.LQJUHVSRQGHG³*LYHWKHILUVW
ZRPDQWKHOLYLQJER\6KHLVKLVPRWKHU´.LQJV-27).  Division is not possible. The 
king gives the whole body to the true mother. In the UK, the reigning assumption is still, very 
firmly, that one parent must get the whole child, or the bulk of the child, while the other 
parent makes do with a remnant, an arm or a leg. The exponential rise of divorce since the 
lDWH¶VKDVUHJXODUO\FDWDSXOWHG/DZLQWRLPSRVVLEOHWULDOVRIWKHORYHEHWZHHQFKLOGUHQ
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and two parents: uncomfortable terrain for law, which is more at home in trials of criminal 
acts, or defaults on services or debts. Who can judge love? Law is potentially embarrassed. It 
likes to present trials as empirical-logical tests, based on evidence. But now judges find 
themselves pronouncing on greater and lesser loves; greater and lesser attachments and pains. 
In making these kinds of judgements, law inevitably goes above and beyond rational 
judgements into the realm of King-like, God-like, Schmittian decisions. Only habit or routine 
FDQRIIVHWWKHVWUDQJHWKHRORJLFDOXQGHUWRQHVWRWKHµVHFXODU¶FRXUWWU\LQJORYHOLNH.LQJ
Solomon testing the love of the twRZRPHQRUWKH*RGRI$EUDKDPWHVWLQJ$EUDKDP¶VIDLWK 
The old story in 1 Kings 3 fantasises an extreme test (proposing to cut a child in half and then 
gauging the reaction of both prospective parents is not an experiment that could be taken up 
in a modern court of law)--and a gratifyingly easy solution. By threatening to kill the child 
WKHNLQJDWWHPSWVWRGUDZRXWWKHWUXHPRWKHU¶VEXUQLQJFRPSDVVLRQORYHZRPEUHۊHP). 
/XFNLO\WKHLPSRVWHUPRWKHUSOD\VKHUSDUWLQWKHPRVWLPSODXVLEOHZD\µ&XWKLP Kill him. 
1HLWKHURIXVZLOOKDYHKLP¶6KHZRXOGPXUGHUKLPRUOHW6RORPRQPXUGHUKLP6KHZRXOG
rather the child were dead. Fortunately, an ambiguous decision divides into a simple decision 
between manifest non-love (in fact manifest cruelty) and sacrificial, self-giving love. The 
king can decide without guilt. The false mother is, like so many biblical and legal foils, an 
unbelievable construction, but one profoundly desired by the text. Terrified of appearing to 
make a Schmittian decision, a God-like pronouncement on the family from above, Law 
LQYRNHVWKHFOLFKpRIWKHPRWKHUDVµWKHVRIWHVWDQGVDIHVWQXUVHRILQIDQF\¶42 a truth now 
consolidated by over a century of repetition. The decision is rarely as easy and as guilt-free as 
6RORPRQ¶V2QHSDUHQWis not an imposter parent, a kidnapper. Nor is either party entirely 
without love or attachment to the child, or they would not be in court. No-one imagines that a 
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parent can live without her/his children without pain. But a century of the tender years 
docWULQHPDNHVWKHµWRXJK¶PRWKHUZKRFDQEHDUWROLYHZLWKRXWKHUFKLOGUHQXQQDWXUDO
unthinkable: impossible. This mother would be the un-mother, the unnatural mother; the one 
who causes irreparable harm to the child who cannot be pulled from the breast. Every legal 
repetition of the decision for the mother consolidates the cliché of soft maternal nature. The 
hard decision is played off against the impossible one. And numerous examples seem to 
suggest that the anxiety generated by the decision against the father has created a new myth, 
so that Law does not appear cruel. Like the criminalised mother in the Solomonic story, 
fathers can (more) happily leave their children, so we are told. In fact they frequently 
abandon their children of their own volition. Many fathers feel a sigh of relief at being 
OLEHUDWHGIURPWKHODERXUMR\RIµKDQGV-RQ¶FDUH 
Famously, the old Fathers like Aristotle and Parcelsus disseminated strange old myths of 
paternal origin, where the father autogenerates and the mother-receptacle only incubates. In 
WKHVHP\WKVWKHIDWKHUZDVFOHDUO\WKHRULJLQ%XWEHLQJWKHRULJLQZDVQRWWKH)DWKHU¶Vonly 
job description, as it often is today. We search the old archives in vain for the new and recent 
myth of the father, in which the father (not to put too fine a point on it) fucks and fucks off 
because he lacks a primary umbilical attachment to his children. As the old myths of an 
exclusively paternal origin relied on ancient theories of biological procreation, so this new 
myth turns the biological distribution of labour into an allegory of the relative interest of the 
two parents in the child. But this mythology is very new and very strange. The old classical 
DQGELEOLFDOP\WKVDUHIXOORIVWRULHVWKDWIRUHJURXQGDQGGHSHQGRQWKHIDWKHU¶VSURIRXQG
love for the child: Agamemnon; Theseus; Jephthah; Judah; David wailing over Absalom; 
Daedalus mourning Icarus; Jason, whose refusal to leave without his children provokes 




and rage.43  According to legend, the painter Timanthes argued that there was no greater 
H[SUHVVLRQRIVXIIHULQJWKDQ$JDPHPQRQ¶VIDFHZKLFKLVZK\LWFRXOGQHYHUEe looked on 
directly, and had to be covered with a veil.  
Though the facts and the mythologies vary between different social and ethnic groups and 
different legal jurisdictions (I suspect that the myth of the absent father is strongest in 
countries where divorce law and family law is most conservative, and where parental leave is 
not shared), the anxious P\WKRORJ\RIWKHIDWKHUZKRPHUHO\µIDWKHUV¶VH[XDOO\DQGOHDYHVVR
easily is a recent myth, forced by recent and intense changes in the family in the so-called 
µ:HVW¶ I now hear them everywhere²on the school run, at dinner²these implausible stories 
of hDSOHVV)¶V2QHSURIHVVLRQDOZRPDQIHHOLQJDQHHGWRMXVWLI\ZK\VKHKDGWKHFKLOGUHQDOO
the time, except for a weekend every fortnight, told me that her ex had no idea what to do 
ZLWKWKHFKLOGUHQDQGRQO\HYHUWRRNWKHPWRWKHVXSHUPDUNHWRQµKLV¶GD\s. I did not ask any 
questions or tell my story. She simply offered the justification, as if it were demanded from 
her from some elsewhere. In the disturbing and awkward final caveat to the Netmum post, 
cited above, M anxiously adds that she is not seeking majority ownership, but rather seeking 
to protect the children from an F who is (implausibly) too close and too distant, too 
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 I imagine a conversation here with the much-missed Grace Janzen. I imagine that she wants to remind me of 
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smothering and too critical, too M and too F.44 At dinner, a barrister friend told us that he had 
been taught in courses in family ODZWKDWRIIDWKHUVGLGQ¶WZDQWDQ\SDUWRIFKLOGFDUH
PDNLQJP\SDUWQHUDUDUHPLGGOHFODVVDQRPDO\+HVDLGWKDWPRVWIDWKHUVGRQ¶WHYHQERWKHU
to come to court. I spluttered into my beer, and told him about all those curious rites of 
testimony about the hands-on father, with his kayak, who took the children to school and 
QXUVHU\EUXVKHGWHHWKWKHUHZDVDOVRPXFKGLVFXVVLRQRIEUXVKLQJWHHWKEXWGLGQ¶WSXWLQDV
many minutes braiding hair. Whence this new tradition? It would be desperately hard to read 
stories of fathers in the old classical, biblical and folk/fairytale traditions and conclude that 
RIIDWKHUVGRQ¶WFDUH 
This recent myth of absent fathers has two origins: statistics (or more accurately the lack of 
statistics) and social-legal QHFHVVLW\DQGGHVLUH7KHORYHRIVRPDQ\)¶VIRUWKHLUFKLOGUHQLV
not showing up on the statistical radar (and therefore, in a world where truths are made by 
PHWULFVGRHVQRWH[LVWEHFDXVHVROLFLWRUVDUHFDXWLRQLQJ)¶VDJDLQVWORVLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQand 
ORVLQJWKHLUPRQH\RUMXVWORVLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQDVZDVH[SOLFLWO\VDLGLQP\SDUWQHU¶VFDVH,W
took all our financial resources to back our decision to testify to the truth of his family (all 
four members of his family) which was totally at odds with the legal myth. We have no 
illusion that we made even the tiniest dent in the statistics. But we can testify that the 
H[RUELWDQWFRXUWFRVWVDUHZHOOEH\RQGWKHUHDFKRIPRVW)¶V7KHODFNRIIDPLO\FRXUW
statistics, reinforcing the myth of the absent father, is consolidated by social and legal 
edifices that want and need this empty space. New stories of the non-father need to be told, 
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and told repeatedly, to allow relatively new (and potentially precarious) social and legal 
structures to make sense. Fortunately, it turns out (as it has also luckily turned out in the 
cultural histories of the limits of the female) that the losing figure has never wanted what 
he/she stands no chance of getting. Luckily we all want the prevalent social-legal structures: 
the losers as much as the winners. Few women have (until recently?) had the desire or the 
ability to sit in the Supreme Court, or be Governor of the Bank of England, or to be a Bishop 
or a President, or to work in a Theology and Religion Faculty, or to participate in the 
workplace to the point where they deserve equal pay²we have been told. Through repetition, 
WKHFXOWXUDOVWRULHVZHWHOODFKLHYHWKHHIIHFWRIµLWLVZULWWHQ¶DQGµLWLVQDWXUDO¶/DZOLNHWKH
Bible, carries an aura of tradition, naturalising the grounds and etiologies of the societies in 
which we live. 
As feminist biblical scholars have known at least since Cady Stanton, the Eve myth is a myth 
RIµMXVWLILFDWLRQ¶45 produced and replicated by particular social structures that needed her. We 
should be equally sceptical about the late modern myth of the origin of the family, with the 
father who is only there at the origin and who cannot wait to break out of the oppressive 
garden of the family, either because he is tempted by the forbidden fruit of another woman, or 
because he is running for the commuter train. The Eve myth is ludicrous, but it is believed 
because social, political and religious structures need this profound asymmetry. The father 
who cannot and does not want to parent is as useful as the old gullible and weak Eve was/is 
IRUPRGHUQVRFLHWLHVZKLFKQHHGHGRYHUDQGDJDLQVWHPHUJHQWPDQWUDVRIµGHPRFUDF\¶DQG
µHTXDOLW\¶WRUHVHUYHVRFLDODQGUHOLJLRXVSXEOLFUROHVIRUWKHPDOH$OZD\VH[SORUHWKH
reverse myth; the unwanted one. Who wants and can accommodate an Eve who seeks 
wisdom and who is the mother of all living? And who wants and can accommodate the father 
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who wants to co-parent, and stay? The father who leaves is often far less of a problem than 
the father who wants to stay.  
An aside: one of the hit TV series in the UK last year was Dr Foster.46 The series opened 
with Dr Foster being vilified by some members of her small-town community for being a 
ZRUNLQJPRWKHU+HUKXVEDQGZDVPRUHµKDQGV-RQ¶FORVHUWRWKHLURQO\EHORYHGVRQ6KHIHlt 
jealous of her husband and distant from her son. The husband had an affair with a younger 
woman. Dr. Foster plotted her revenge. This culminated in her returning to the family home, 
like a female Abraham, and allowing her husband to believe that she has killed her/their only 
beloved son. In fact she had only hidden him. But to torment her husband, she brandished a 
ORFNRIWKHVRQ¶VKDLU+HUKXVEDQGPDGZLWKJULHIDQGDQJHUOXQJHGDWKHUDQGSXVKHGKHU
against the window. The police were called. The police came. In the next scene it became 
clear that the father had been convicted of assault and was no longer allowed near the good 
doctor and her son. Dr. Foster was able to enter a post-divorce life without having to 
contemplate a moment away from her son. Luckily, the father had a new baby on the way 
with his girlfriend. New girlfriend; new shiny children, like Job. F was a little sad, but 
reconciled. In a final scene he passed his ex and his once-beloved son on the other side of the 
street. He seemed to have nothing but wistful longing as he looked at his now inaccessible 
son. 
The series haunts me. I suspect that its popularity had something to do with its 
overdetermined plot line, in which the common myths are reinforced and 
(guiltily/anxiously?) undermined. Optimistically, I wonder if the conflicted storylines point to 
trouble brewing around all the clichés, myths and guilts that we ascribe to M and F. Surely 
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fulfilment fantasies²but this was coupled with an awareness that it is not/should not be so 
easy for her to have exclusive rights to her son, particularly given the fact that she has (in the 
views of some) compromised her role as M by working outside the home.47 She is a cold (?) 
working mother and/but should not be accused of being a cold working mother since she is 
only working to support her son. He is guilty for cheating (the bastard); and/but the guilt and 
punishment that he must bear is so excessive that it seems unjust. One way of reading the 
series is as an affirmation of the story of the poor mother who has been cheated on, and 
rightly gets the child (by compensation? in return?). But why make the father so loving, so 
devoted? And why give the story the form of a strange modern update of the sacrifice of 
$EUDKDPEXWZLWKWKHJHQGHUUROHVUHYHUVHG"7KHELEOLFDOVWRU\RI$EUDKDP¶VVDFULILFH
UHSODFHVELUWKZLWKVDFULILFHµELUWKGRQHEHWWHU¶48 and makes the primary relationship Father 
and Son, not Mother DQG6RQ&RQYHUVHO\LQWKLVPRGHUQµVDFULILFH¶VWRU\WKHVFHQHRI
almost-killing or mock-NLOOLQJVHFXUHV'U)RVWHU¶VSULPDU\UHODWLRQVKLSWRKHUVRQ7KURXJK
this moment of virtual killing, their son becomes her son.  As surely as God chooses for the 
FaWKHULQWKHVWRU\RI$EUDKDP¶VVDFULILFHVRWKHGHFLVLRQIRUWKH0RWKHULVGHFODUHGE\WKH
narrator-scriptwriter and the state. But there are suggestions of mental illness, obsession, and 
narcissism around our heroine. And how can Dr Foster be excused, when son-sacrificing 
Abraham is such a hate figure for modernity? Crucially, Dr. Foster does not have a husband 
who wants to leave, but successfully makes one.  
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Contemporary feminist work on the mother is full of the absent father ±or, more eerily, the 
fatheUZKRKDVQRW\HWOHIWEXWPXVWEHPDGHWROHDYH7DNHIRUH[DPSOH0DUWKD)LQHPDQ¶V
The Neutered Mother, The Sexual Family, and Other Twentieth Century Tragedies, written in 
RU-DFTXHOLQH6WHYHQV¶States without Nations: Citizenship for Mortals, published in 
2010. Both books offer powerful and timely visions of family and nation freed from 
FRQJHQLWDOµEORRGDQGOHJDOWLHV¶)LQHPDQPDNHVWKHLQWULJXLQJVXJJHVWLRQWKDWRXUSULPDU\
relationships should not be organised around adult sexual relationships and marriages, which 
are easily terminated, but around the more permanent relationship between parent and child, 
UHIOHFWLQJODZ¶Vofficial stance that family law is now about the child, and the parent-and-
child. For Fineman, parent-and-child must be understood in a way that is free from all sexual-
ELRORJLFDOWLHV([FHSWZKHQLWFRPHVWRWKHPRWKHU7KHPRWKHU¶VUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHFKLOG
remains primary-biological, but not sexual. She is in effect the virgin mother. Fineman 
strenuously argues that the mothHUPXVWQRWEHµQHXWHUHG¶ or robbed of her specific femininity 
in the interests of gender-blind equality, EHFDXVHWKLVZLOOKDYHµHPRWLRQDODVZHOODV
HFRQRPLFFRVWVIRU0RWKHU¶49 She then goes on to give examples of the bad consequences 
WKDWPLJKWIROORZLQFOXGLQJµFXVWRGLDOPRWKHUV¶EHLQJSHQDOLVHGLIWKH\UHVLVWYLVLWDWLRQE\WKH
IDWKHUZK\LQWKLVUDGLFDOUHYLVLRQRIWKHIDPLO\QRWUHYLVLWµFXVWRG\¶DQGµYLVLWDWLRQ¶RU
women being compelled to seek the agreement of their partner or the courts for any 
relocation that would impact on his access to the children.50 Jacqueline Stevens offers a 
similarly emancipatory-conservative revisioning of the nation and the family. How strange to 
valorise menstrual blood and gestation, while rejecting racial mythologies of blood and 
symbolic dynasties built on sperm. No to dynasties of sperm or blood. Yes to the 
emancipatory conjuring of solidarities that transcend blood and DNA. But, strangely, yes to 
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the holy mother and to the symbolic power of (menstrual) blood, umbilical cord, milk (and 
tears?). The newly-made family is to be organised around the one secure origin, the mother, 
RQWKHJURXQGVWKDWµHYHU\FKLOGKDVRQHPRWKHUWKHSHUVRQZKRJDYHELUWKWRKLPRUKHU¶51 
According to Stevens, the mother, who effectively auto-generates, should be the one to create 
the new virtual family by inviting those whom she elects to be the carers and financial 
SURYLGHUVIRUKHUFKLOG7KHµIDWKHU¶PD\EHDsked, but he has no right to be included, qua 
father. In an argument that is desperately out of date²but that would have been absolutely 
correct in the early nineteenth century-- VKHDUJXHVWKDWWKHµIDWKHU¶LVDSURMHFWLRQRI
uncontested power that needs WREHXQPDVNHG7KHVHGD\V\RXGRQ¶WQHHGWRJRWR/RXUGHVRU
Guadaloupe to get a Marian apparition. Law, and even feminist theory, is full of images of 
the virgin mother and reinscriptions of the maternal origin, and the maternal mystique. 
 
Just as the feminist image of the Bible uncannily mirrors the rhetoric of evangelicals and 
IXQGDPHQWDOLVWVVRDURXQGWKHPRWKHUIHPLQLVWµFULWLTXH¶VWUDQJHO\PLPLFVDQGHQIRUFHVWKH
status quo. Both arguments are clearly made in the context of recent challenges to the legal 
preference for the mother, mounted from principles of equality; and both repeat the division 
between Mother (given/natural; fact object) and Father (construct; fairy object) that we noted 
in the case of Tuan Anh Nguyen. Both works point to the awkward ongoing presence of the 
father, and the perceived threat of the male mother²which, Judith Butler notwithstanding, is 
VRPHWKLQJWKDWPXVWQRZEHYHU\DFWLYHO\UHVLVWHG*HQGHUPD\EHµDIUHH-IORDWLQJDUWLILFH¶
DQGµPDVFXOLQH¶PD\EHDEOHWRDWWDFKLWVHOIWRDIHPDOHERG\DQGµIHPLQLQH¶WRDPDOH
body²but not when it comes to the mother.52  The mother must not be troubled. I think how 
rarely I have seen arguments for the queer mother. To find her you have to go back to the 
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Mothering is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by mothering, to 
SDUDSKUDVH0DU[DQG(QJHOV<RXQJFKLOGUHQ¶VFKDUDFWHULVWLFMR\DQGGHOLJKWLQWKHZRUOG
WKHLUODXJKWHUDQGWHDUVWKHJUHDWORYHWKH\RIIHUWKHSHUVRQRUSHUVRQVZKR³PRWKHU´WKHP
their vulnerability, their dependence, the great demands they make on us, could hardly fail to 
affect our consciousness and conduct dramatically....Many women do not display the 
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI³PDWHUQDOWKLQNLQJ´LGHDOLVHGRUQRWXQWLOWKH\EHJLQWRPRWKHU$QGHYHQ
then, they may not.53 
&RQYHUVHO\WRGD\WKHUHDUHRQO\LVRODWHGH[DPSOHVRIµTXHHULQJPDWHUQLW\¶VXFKDV0LHOOH
&KDQGOHU¶VFODLPLQWKDWZHDUHDOOPXOWL-gendered, and can identify beyond the two-





KRPH¶IDWKHUVRUTXHHUSDUHQWV56 But these inverted commas seem light, technical, compared 
to the heavy inverted commas WKDW/\QQ6HJDOLVSUHSDUHGWRSXWDURXQGµPRWKHULQJ¶$QG
Brown certainly valorises, more than criticises, the sacrificial work of the femina domestica, 
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as opposed to the rapacious Hobbesian, neo-liberal homo oeconomicus, gendered male. Her 
Manichean social parable strangely occludes all those men who work in low-SDLGRUµFDULQJ¶
professions as well as all those men as well as women who would like some time out of the 
neoliberal rat-UDFHWRVSHQGDOLWWOHPRUHWLPHµDWKRPH¶ZLWKWKHLUNLGV,URQLFDOO\Vhe 
EUDFNHWVRXWWKHVWDUNHIIHFWVRIQHROLEHUDOJOREDOL]DWLRQZKLFKKDVµUHGXFHGWKHHFRQRPLF
power of working- and middle-class white men to that of working class and racialized 
ZRPHQ¶DV(OL]DEHWK6FKXVVOHU)LRUHQ]DSRLQWVRXWLQKHUHVVD\LQWKLVYROXme, and she 
enforces the gender apartheid that has been consolidated around heterosexual couples at the 
point where they have a child. M for Male and F for Female get to be far queerer than M-for 
Mother and F-for-Father. The child changes everything. And the cultural stereotypes are so 
entrenched that only the legal condundrum of homosexual parting couples has any possibility 
of making parenting truly queer. A Solomonic figure would truly be needed to decide 
EHWZHHQWZR)¶VRUWZR0¶VWZRZRPEVRUQRQH6trangely, the reflex, trademark feminist 
PRYHWKDWGHFRQVWUXFWVWKHµIHPLQLQH¶DVDFRQVWUXFWDµPRUDVVRIPHWDSK\VLFDOQRQVHQVH¶
closes down reverentially around the figure of the holy mother. We have moved a long way 
EH\RQGWKHGLVPLVVDOVLQWKH¶V¶VDQGHDUO\¶VRIWKHFRQILQLQJUROHRIWKH
mother, for example in the work of Simone de Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Juliet Mitchell, 
RU%HWW\)ULHGDQ7RGD\ZHDNJHVWXUHVDUHOLNHO\WREHPDGHWRWKHLGHDWKDWWKHµPDWHUQDO¶
can be a confining construct²but, in the special case of the mother, the special relationship 
between sociology and biology tends to be mostly valorised, with a gesture towards criticism. 
µ%HFDXVHVKHLVDPRWKHULQWKHELRORJLFDOVHQVHVKHLVDOVRDPRWKHULQWKHVRFLROogical 
VHQVH¶57 pronounces a feminist legal commentator on the case of Tuan Anh Nguyen. But the 
nod to the argument that women are (also) trapped by the concept of the mother, which gives 





the argument legitimacy, is undermined by a total enforcement of the status quo and the 
DVVXPSWLRQWKDWOHJDOO\WKHPRWKHUVKRXOGEHUHJDUGHGDVWKHRULJLQDQGWKHµQDWXUDO¶SDUHQW 
Like most gifts of grace ceded by dominant forces, the new caveat inserted in the Law of the 
)DWKHULQWKH¶VZDVJLYHQDWDWLPHZKHQLt made very little difference. F was legally 
deposed (or rather graciously stood down, at a point in history when this standing down did 
not have serious social-demographic consequences) from the place of primary care for the 
children. Thus, technically, M became the dominant parent, insofar as to be parent, to be 
mother or father, depends on having a child²and the Mother, not the Father, would 
henceforth have the child qua child. But there was no sense that the Father would somehow 
lose his status as parent because, in practise, there were so few divorces, and very few drastic 
separations of F from what made him an F: the child. The cases debated in the nineteenth 
century all involved wealthy mothers, from among the few members of the elite that had the 
persistence, and the funds, to divorce.58 In the UK, until 1857, divorce was a theological 
matter, handled by the ecclesiastical courts and Parliament.  In a three-hurdle process, the 
SODLQWLIIKDGWRREWDLQDMXGJHPHQWRIDGXOWHU\LQWKH&RXUWRIWKH.LQJ¶V%ench or the Court 
of the Common Pleas; then apply for a de facto divorce (a separation a mensa et thoro) in the 
Consistory Court; and then finally apply for a divorce by Act of Parliament. In the one 
hundred and fifty years between 1700 and 1857 there were only three hundred divorces by 
Act of Parliament, which is hardly surprising, given that the process was so arduous and costs 
were between £500 and £2000 (the equivalent of £50,000 to £200,000 today). Bigamy was 
relatively common, and often regarded indulgently by judges. Condemning one Mr Hall to 
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the legal action that he should have taken (including costs) if he wanted to be legally 
separated from his wife, stating that divorce was clearly impossible for the poor.59 As only 
the wealthy elite could afford to blaspheme, so only the wealthy elite could afford to divorce. 
For the few who could afford it, the divorce process could only begin with a suit for 
µDGXOWHU\¶RUDVLWZDVDOVRNQRZQµFULPLQDOFRQYHUVDWLRQ¶$VLQWKH%LEOHDGXOWHU\ZDV
figured as feminine (Numbers 5.11-31; Jeremiah 3; Ezekiel 16; Hosea 1-3; John 8; 
5HYHODWLRQDYLRODWLRQRIDPDQ¶VIHPDOHSURSHUW\VH[ZLWKDQRWKHUPDQ¶VZRPDQ
Adultery was µWKHJUHDWHVWLQMXU\RQHPDQFRXOGLQIOLFWRQDQRWKHU¶60 The civil tort of crim. 
con was based on restitution for the damage done to the male cuckold by another man.  
The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 marked a partial detheologisation and simplification of 
divorce. Divorces were now centralised in one divorce court, the High Court in London. 
Controversially, the wife, as well as the husband, could now petition for divorce. But there 
ZHUHFOHDUSUREOHPVZLWKDOORZLQJZRPHQDFFHVVWRWKHFRQFHSWRIµDGXOWHU\¶DVWKH
established ground of divorce. The cuckold, though a shamed figure, was male. A woman 
could not have equal access to the position of cuckold, by definition. The ridiculous proposal 
WKDWµWKHZLIHVKRXOGKDYHWKHVDPHUHOLHIRQDFFRXQWRIWKHadultery of the husband that the 
KXVEDQGKDVRQWKHDFFRXQWRIWKHZLIH¶ZDVVWULGHQWO\UHVLVWHGRQWKHJURXQGVWKDWWKLVZRXOG
EHWRRWRXJKRQKXVEDQGVZKRKDYLQJEHHQµDOLWWOHELWSURIOLJDWH¶FRXOGQRZEHVXHGIRU
divorce.61 The conclusion was that a wife could only petition for a full divorce on the grounds 
of qualified (or rather inflated) adultery: incestuous or bigamous adultery²or rape, sodomy 
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or bestiality. Simple (non-incestuous or non-bigamous) adultery by a husband only qualified 
if coupled witKµFUXHOW\¶RUWKHSDUWLHVKDYLQJOLYHGDSDUWIRUWZR\HDUVIROORZLQJµGHVHUWLRQ
ZLWKRXWFDXVH¶ 
The new Act hardly opened the gates to widespread divorce. In 1858 there were just twenty-
four divorces. Figures never went higher than the low hundreds per annum until the end of 
the First World War, when they first tipped over the one thousand mark, and increased in 
steady increments with a spike for the Second World War. By 1961, there were still only 
27,000 divorces per annum in the United Kingdom. Significant social change came with the 
Divorce Reform Act of 1969, which allowed couples to separate on the grounds of 
µLUUHFRQFLODEOHGLIIHUHQFHV¶UDWKHUWKDQKDYLQJWRSURYHµDGXOWHU\¶RUµFUXHOW\¶,QWKH8.
the possibility of divorcing on the grounds of µLUUHFRQFLODEOHGLIIHUHQFHV¶KDVQRZEHHQ
withdrawn). Divorce figures now changed dramatically under the impact of the new 
legislation and the relaxing of the social mores, rising from 56,000 per year in 1969 to 
E\DQGLQ7KHµWHQGHU\HDUV¶GRFWULQHQRZKDGVHULRXV
demographic consequences²and as profound an impact on the family as dramatic as the 
effects of the darker side of the so-called global economy. Children are separated from 
parents as migrant workers seek economic stability in the centres of global capital in North 
America and Europe. Ten million Filipino children grow up without one or both of their 
parents (often their mother who works overseas to fund them) and on average see their 
parents once every two years. At the same time, in so-called advanced economies, vast 
QXPEHUVRIFKLOGUHQQRZKDYHRQHµDW-KRPH¶SDUHQWDQGRQHµFRQWDFWSDUHQW¶PRUHOLNHD
YLVLWLQJXQFOHRUDXQW,VD\µXQFOHRUDXQW¶LQWKHVSLULWRIHTXDOLW\DQGHYHQ-handedness. But 





parental aunts. In family law and citizenship law (and also some feminist theory) we are 
witnessing strange revivals of old Christian-biblical images: new apparitions, even, or the 
virgin mother, the mother-and-child²with the father as a shadowy Manoah or Joseph figure, 
offstage. There are new myths of female autogeneration, as well as special relationships 
between the mother and divinities/the state.  
7KH9LUJLQ0DU\LVVXFKDTXHHUILJXUHWKHRQHZKRµDORQHRIDOOKHUVH[JRHVDJDLQVWERWK
RIWKHWZRVH[HV¶ mesmerising Christian cultures with the excessive potential of this 
intensely womanly-unwomaned goddess.62  For those who know the biblical traditions, she 
can be seen as the (only) visible icon of the complexity of biblical origins, where 
reproductive power shifts between mother and/or father and that always awkward third (or 
first) god. Throughout the centuries, she changes. She becomes softer; more holy; more 
emphatically without sin/ sex; and more and more intensely the figure of gendered and 
embodied pathos, love, softness, suffering, mourning. Stabat Mater. Mater Dolorosa. Eia 
Mater, fons amorisµ+DLOPRWKHUVRXUFHRIORYH¶63 Did the sexual passion recede and the 
vagina close to make room for all the other emotion and humanity that Mary now had to 
embody? No sexual fluids but endlessly flowing love and milk and tears? In 1854, the 
doctrine of the immaculate conception proclaimed the mother of god to be without sin. The 
same years witnessed the rise of the legal symbol of the increasingly holy (separate) mother 
as the repository of softness, safeness and tenderness. The new theological-legal-nexus, 
FRPELQHGZLWKWKHQHZVRIWHQHGFRQFHSWRIµQDWXUH¶UHSUHVVHGWKHGDUNHUVWRULHVLQIRONWDOHV
fairy-tales, the Bible and classical literature: Mommie Dearest; Mother Courage; the wicked 
(step?) mother; the cannibal mother; the competitive rival mothers; the mother who hurts or 
kills her children; the mother-warrior; the mother who penetrates a man with a tent-peg; 




 Giovanni Battista Pergolesi, Stabat Mater, 1736. 
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mothers like Anat or Tiamat or Medea or the mothers in an Angela Carter novel, who 
embody full-EORRGHGµQDWXUHUHGLQWRRWKDQGFODZ¶3V\FKRDQDO\WLFFULWLFLVPLVhighly 
illuminating on the discomfort and antinomies around the Mother, which are far stranger, 
arguably, than those around the Father (especially in feminist criticism). Julia Kristeva offers 
DSURIRXQGUHIOHFWLRQRQKRZWKHµFRQVHFUDWHGUHOLJLRXVRUVHFXODUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI
IHPLQLQLW\LVDEVRUEHGE\WKHLGHDOL]HGDUFKDLFPRWKHU¶ZKLFKLVDQµLGHDOL]DWLRQRIWKH
relationship that binds us to her...²DQLGHDOL]DWLRQRISULPDU\QDUFLVVLVP¶64 and diagnoses 
why strangely uncreative reflections on the mother, even (especially) in the feminist 
movement, fall into allergies to, or repetitions of, highly traditional forms. But psychoanalytic 
origin stories only partially account for the new and recent sightings of an idealised (virgin) 
mother. She is born of very particular social and legal reconfigurations, in the nineteenth 
century, and then again, after the Second World War. 
Specifically, the new investment in the mother-and-child relies on a particular construction of 
WKHIDPLO\WKDWHPHUJHGDWDOPRVWWKHVDPHSRLQWWKDWLWµEURNHGRZQ¶$VVRFLDOKLVWRULDQV
regularly point out, the historical universality of the nuclear family is largely mythological. It 
FDPHFORVHVWWRDFWXDOLVDWLRQEHWZHHQWKHODWH¶VDQGWKHHDUO\¶V7KHVSHFLDOLVDWLRQ
DQGVHSDUDWLRQRIWKHYHUEDQGWDVNµWRPRWKHU¶ZDVFRQVROLGDWHGE\SDUWLFXODUHFRQRPLFDQG
legal conditions and was strengthened by the rise of self-conscious parenting, especially 
mothering, after the Second World War.  After World War II, advanced industrial economies 
made it possible for the first time to imagine, and fund, the so-FDOOHGµVWD\-at-KRPH¶PRWKHU
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Before World War II, it was unusual for mothers to give a lot of time to childcare: the better 
off delegated it to servants and the children of poorer women were looked after communities 
RIIDPLO\PHPEHUVDQGQHLJKERXUVZKHQWKH\ZHQWRXWWRZRUN)URPWKH¶VWRWKH
¶VWKHUHZDVLQFUHDVHGSUHVVXUHRQZRPHQWRFDUHµIXOO-WLPH¶IRUWKHLUFKLOGUHQ²and not 
just until school age. The growing assumption was that married women should give up any 
employment outside the home and be supported by their husbands. The post-war gender 
apartheid of the self-conscious hands-on middle class mother, economically supported by a 
hands-off father, was consolidated just two decades before the perceived collapse of the 
family, complete with hysterical outbursts about the growing numbers of single mothers and 
the sudden increase in divorce. The birth of affective, specialist mothers and what we could 
FDOOWKHµPDWHUQDOP\VWLTXH¶FRLQFLGHGZLWKWKHFDPSDLJQ±so well documented by Betty 
Friedan in her classic The Feminine Mystique²to encourage women to go back home and 
DEDQGRQWKHTXHHUSHUIRUPDQFHRIµPDOH¶MREVWKDWWKH\KDGWDNHQXSRIQHFHVVLW\GXULQJWKH
6HFRQG:RUOG:DU)HPLQLVWZRUNIURPWKH¶VILIWLHVDQGHDUO\VL[WLHVWHQGHGWREH
maternal-sceptic because it saw the rise of the specialist work of M-for-Mother as the logical 
corollary of, and compensation for, the anxious public consolidation of M-for-Male. Simone 
GH%HDXYRLU¶VPDQLIHVWRThe Second Sex, written in 1949, linked the secondary status of 
ZRPHQWRPLGGOHFODVVZRPHQ¶VRIWHQFRPIRUWDEOHHQWUDSPHQWLQWKHUROHVRIµZLIH¶DQG
µPRWKHU¶ZKLFKDOORZHGWKHPWRUHVLVWWKHFDOOWRWKHLURZQH[LVWHQFH:LWKDIHPLQLVW
antagonism towards women that is rarely seen today, Beauvoir castigated middle class 




principle, we split all assets and our beloved son down the middle, metaphorically speaking. 
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But I am struck by how many people see this either as a symptom of my (foolish) over-
generosity, or, alternatively, a symptom of my inability or unwillingness to have my son with 
PHIXOOWLPHEHLQJVXFKDGHYRWHGµFDUHHUPRWKHU¶7KHDVVXPSWLRQLQERWKFDVHVLVWKDWP\
son is my son to give. When I download the forms to complete the legal red tape of our DIY 
divorce, I ILQGWKDWWKHRSWLRQRIµLUUHFRQFLODEOHGLIIHUHQFHV¶LQWURGXFHGEDFNLQKDVEHHQ
ZLWKGUDZQDQGWKDWWKHUHLVQRSRVVLELOLW\RIDµQRIDXOW¶GLYRUFH7KLVLVIDUIURPDFFLGHQWDO
As Tony Blair put it in 1997, when divorce statistics were at their peaNµ:HFDQQRWVD\ZH
ZDQWDVWURQJDQGVHFXUHVRFLHW\ZKHQZHLJQRUHLWVYHU\IRXQGDWLRQIDPLO\OLIH¶65 Revisions 
to divorce and child custody laws and taxation and inheritance laws have been carefully 
controlled to favour marriage and the family. Nineteenth century commentators worried 
about the potentially errant woman, who would leave a marriage as soon as she had the 
guarantee that she would not lose her children. Now the question of child custody and the 






sin: adultery; unreasonable behaviour; or desertion for a continuous period of at least two 
years. As a good textual critic, I can see the archaeological strata of the slight and careful 
recensions to canonical legal texts; canons that seem more permanent and persistent than the 
%LEOH7KHµWZR\HDUV¶FRPHVIURPWKH0DWULPRQLDO&DXses Act of 1857. Ingenious 
interpretations may add jots and tittles, but once they have been entered in the recording 
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system, words are hard to delete. The real shock is the persistence of that old word ʳ ʕˋʰ; 
EhebruchµDGXOWHU\¶:RPHQQRZKDYHHTXDOULJhts to adultery! Hallelujah! Adultery is no 
ORQJHUWKHYLRODWLRQRIDPDQ¶VIHPDOHSURSHUW\,WFDQDOVREHDYLRODWLRQRIDZRPDQ¶VPDOH
property. But it is exclusively heterosexual. The equality principle battles awkwardly with the 
old anachronism, and its connotations of sexual property, and exclusively heterosexual sin.  
Since I and my former husband both have new partners and are not yet technically divorced, 
ZHRSWIRUWKHROGDQDFKURQLVPDQGZKDWZHMRNLQJO\FDOOµDGXOWHUDWLRQ¶,WKLQNWKDWLWLV
irRQLFIRUVRPHRQHDVVRFLDWHGZLWKµUHFHSWLRQKLVWRU\¶RUELEOLFDODIWHUOLYHVWREHZULWLQJXS
her life in terms on loan from the Ten Commandments. But then I am horrified by what the 
form now asks of me with incredible bureaucratic sangfroid in section 6. I am required to 
support my case by providing a date when my husband committed adultery, and to also state 
how I knew this. Really? I think of all those poor couples who, before 1969, could only leave 
unhappy or dysfunctional marriages by feigning a scene oIµDGXOWHU\¶DQGJHWWLQJDSULYDWH
investigator to take photographs of one party leaving the house of another man, or another 
ZRPDQ,WKLQN,¶PQRWVRIDUIURPWKHPDV,ZRXOGOLNHDV,KDYHWRSODFHP\VHOILQWKH
LJQRPLQLRXVSRVLWLRQRID¶VGLYRUFH investigator, or a strange voyeur. We get around 
this by my husband testifying and giving a made-XSGDWHLQWKHµVWDWHPHQWRIFDVH¶ER[DQG
then stapling a signed statement to the form in which he attests that this is indeed his 
statement and it is his signature (as witnessed by me!). I am incredulous at this ignominious 
IDUFHRIWKHWULDORIWKHWUXWKRIWKHHQGRIP\PDUULDJHWKLVKLODULRXVPLUDJHRIµSURRI¶RU
µJURXQG¶WKDWFDQKDUGO\EHFRQILUPHGE\WKHORFDOSROLFH 
0\SDUWQHU¶VGDXJKWHUVDJHGILYH and nine) were taken away the very next day after the court 





out of my mouth that I have never heard before. F was criminalised by the process. He was 
not permitted to see his daughters on the evening before their departure on penalty of 
iPSULVRQPHQW+HZDVSHUPLWWHGMXVWWZRKRXUVµFRQWDFW¶EHIRUHWKH\ZHUHWDNHQDZD\7KH
CAFCASS67 officer-- the social worker appointed by the court to listen to the desires of the 
children²had bizarrely and grotesquely recommended that M hold a goodbye party in which 
F must demonstrate his support for their new life adventure, which would now take place 
entirely without him. In ways that would have been comic under any other circumstances, the 
local Canterbury court seemed to confuse the mid-West and the Wild West. Family court 
KHDULQJVLQWKH8.DUHRIWHQUHIHUUHGWRµWULDOVE\&$)&$66¶DQGHYHU\WKLQJGHSHQGVRQWKH
recommendations based on these social worker interviews with M and F and the children who 
are of sufficient age (in our case, his eldest daughter, then aged nine). The CAFCASS officer 
informed only M of the time and date of the interview and M drove the children there. This is 
standard procedure. F was not informed until his daughter told him, after the fact. She was 
proud of how she had stood her ground, even as (she felt) the CAFCASS officer had tried to 
persuade her of the benefits of living with M, in the USA. When the CAFCASS officer 
HQWHUHGWKHFRXUWVKHVDWRQWKH0¶VVLGHRIWKHFRXUWDVLISDUWRI0¶VOHJDOWHDP6KH
acknowledged that (despite the very lopsided interview arrangements) the eldest daughter had 
resolutely expressed her equal love for her parents and her desire to live with both of them 
half the time. However, she dismissed her views on the grounds that she was too young to 
know what was good for her. In her expert opinion, the elder daughter would get over her 
separation from her father, and would surely learn to love her new single-parent/grandparent 
life in the USA in time.  





The farewell party proposed by the CAFCASS officHUGLGQ¶WWDNHSODFHLQWKHHQG7KHUH
ZDVQ¶WWLPH)ZDVQRWSHUPLWWHGE\0RUE\WKHVWDWHWRVHHKLVGDXJKWHUVRQWKHHYHQLQJ
before they left, after he emerged exhausted from the court. He was allowed to see his 
children for just two hours on the day of their departure (closely supervised by M, who 
followed them in every step of their rendezvous a few metres behind). During the horrendous 
task of clearing out the family home, F found hastily written notes and love hearts to him 
IURPKLVFKLOGUHQµ'HDU Daddy and Adam and Ayvone I will miss you so so much I love you 
so so so so so so so 1000,000 much. I will send cards to you and text and call every day. And 
,ZLOOVN\SH\RX*RRG%\H¶,KDGWKHXQHQYLDEOHWDVNRIWHOOLQJP\VRQWKDWWKHFKLOGUHQKH
loved were leaving that morning, then rushing him to the beach for the short goodbye. I also 
had to deal with his deeply traumatised behaviour: he became immensely nervous; he would 
sometimes stare into the mid-distance and start to tremble; he would not allow me out of his 
sight; he could not even go to the bathroom on his own; and he had to lock all doors 
compulsively, scared of what outside forces might do to his family. Having made such a 
momentous decision, the state offered no little guidance booklets for how to deal with the 
post-WUDXPDWLFGLVWUHVVWKRXJKWKH\GLGUHFRPPHQGWKDWP\SDUWQHU¶VGDXJKWHUVJHWVRPH
µFRXQVHOOLQJ¶LQWKH866LQFH$XJXVWP\SDUWQHU¶VHYHU\GD\LQYROYHPHQWZLWKKLV
children has been reduced to tightly controlled moments of Face-Time, with no cards for 
ELUWKGD\VRUIDWKHU¶VGD\VDQGQRFRQWDFWEH\RQGWKHWZRWDONVSHUZHHNPLQLPXPSUHVFULEHG
by court order. The children never speak to their paternal grandparents (as this is not 
specified by court order). Former easy everydays have been reduced to two weeks at 
Christmas (in the USA); one week at spring break (in the USA); and an annual trip home to 
the UK in the summer (less than ten weeks total, from fifty two weeks of the year). Holding a 
family together across the Atlantic involves bi-annual commutes and a very large proportion 





manifest inequity, while also reinforcing the cultural myth of grace. Once upon a time 




It is a new mythology born of economic, social and legal infrastructures that would have 
absolutely inconceivable for the first century Mary, or all those cultures that have lauded her. 
It relies on very specific and time-ERXQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJVµIDPLO\¶µFKLOG¶DQGµKRPH¶ 
Concepts need a material infrastructure for them to become thinkable, possible. Only 
advanced industrial economies can support the very idea of a full-time or primary parent who 
GRHVQRWZRUNRXWVLGHWKHµKRPH¶DQGµFKLOGUHQ¶ZKRDUHWKHREMHFWRIFDUHThere could be 
no specialist mothers without the child and the invention of the concept of childhood. There 
could be no child when children were mini-adults, working in farms, factories and mines. In 
WKH8.µFKLOGUHQ¶FDPHLQWREHLQJLQDPRUHVSHFLDOLVt and devoted way with legal changes 
such as the 1880 Education Act, which made school attendance compulsory between the ages 
of five and ten--though many children still played truant in order to work. The home, too, 
took on particular resonances and a central function in the economy after the Second World 
War. The increasingly self-conscious world of finance²µthe HFRQRP\¶--attached itself with 
particular intensity to the home, as if adapting the old world oikonomia µKRXVHKROG
PDQDJHPHQW¶LQDYHU\VSHFLILFZD\7KLVZDVSDUWLFXODUO\WKHFDVHLQWKH86$DQGWKH8.
where the enforcement of the nuclear (heterosexual and reproductive) family, coincided very 
explicitly with policies to market the private family home (owned through mortgages) as the 
ultimate symbol of security and success. In Britain, National Exhibitions like Britain Can 
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Make It, organised by the Council of Industrial Design in 1946, and the Festival of Britain in 
1951 promoted home ownership. The home became the centre of the liberal and then 
neoliberal economy, and SOD\HGDGRXEOHUROHDVµKRXVH¶DQGµKRPH¶. Increasing self-
awareness about the central role of the house in the familial and national/global economy co-
existed with (and perhaps created) an increasingly saccharine and idealised ideology of the 
µKRPH¶DVWKHGRPDLQRIFDUH$OUHDG\LQWKHODWHQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\ZHILQGELEOLFDOZRPHQ
now living in homes (and gardens), a long way from the brutal reality of life in Iron Age 
Canaan or Persian Yehud, or the Roman Empire:  
 
Naomi and Ruth enjoyed their evenings together. Naomi did not spend the day in idleness 
either. She had her spinning-wheel and loom to make their garments; she worked also in her 
garden, raising vegetables, herbs and chickens; and they talked over their day's labor as they 
enjoyed their simple supper of herb tea, bread and watercresses. Their menu was oft times 
more tempting, thanks to Ruth's generous purchases on her way home.68  
Pass the watercress. Would you like another cup of (herbal) tea? 
Arguably the LGHRORJ\RIµKRPH¶EHFDPHPRUHVDFFKDULQHWKHPRUHH[SOLFLWO\WKHKRXVHDQG
family became the centre of the liberal and then neo-liberal economy. The brute economic 
function of the house²and family²ZDVPDGHYHU\H[SOLFLWLQ*DU\%HFNHU¶VA Treatise on 
the Family, endorsed by Milton Freidman and the Chicago School of Economics and 
SXEOLVKHGLQWKH¶V6FUHHGVRIFRPSOH[HTXDWLRQVPDNHLWSRVVLEOHWRFDOFXODWHWKHYDOXH
RIDPDUULDJHDFFRUGLQJWRLWVµPDUULDJH-VSHFLILFFDSLWDORIZKLFKµFKLOGUHQDUHWKe prime 
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H[DPSOH¶DQGWRDQDO\VHµGLIIHUHQWYDULDEOHVLQWKHSURSHQVLW\WRGLYRUFH¶69 But the family 
also becomes a complex intermediate zone: the zone of competitive economy, but also the 
extension of self and self-interest. For Becker, the home is the plaFHZKHUH$GDP6PLWK¶V
IDPRXVWUXLVPWKDWµ,WLVQRWIURPWKHEHQHYROHQFHRIWKHEXWFKHUWKHEUHZHURUWKHEDNHU
WKDWZHH[SHFWRXUGLQQHUEXWIURPWKHLUUHJDUGWRWKHLURZQLQWHUHVW¶FODVKHVZLWKKLV
counter(?)-DVVHUWLRQWKDWµ(YHU\PDQIHHOVKLVRZQSOeasures and his own pains more sensibly 
WKDQWKDWRIRWKHUSHRSOH$IWHUKLPVHOIWKHPHPEHUVRIKLVRZQIDPLO\¶70 The family/home 
is the site of an intensely competitive economy (and calculations of mutual benefits and 
risks), but also the only zone of value, as the extension of the self. Against these hard-nosed 
calculations of the house and the family, we find a more and more entrenched reinforcement 
of the symbolism of the home²even in the most unlikely places. In her attack on 
neoliberalism, in which she also references Becker, Wendy Brown highlights the precarity 
and brutality of the modern workplace, and also shows how neoliberal values have colonised 
private µdating, matingFUHDWLYHDQGOHLVXUHSUDFWLFHV¶71 as thoroughly as they have colonised 
public work space. But the home seems to be strangely ringfenced, and when she talks about 
WKHµIDPLO\¶VKHVHHPVWRIDOOEDFNLQWRFRPIRUWLQJDQWLQRPLHVEHWZHHQHFRQRP\DQGKRPH
The home is the site of safety and salvation. Holy and sacred (set apart) it is the site of 
counter-HFRQRPLFVDFULILFHµWKHVDFULILFLDOGRPDLQRIIDPLO\UHODWLRQV¶GRPLQDWHGE\WKH
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home is the place of refuge; the sanctuary for all developing, mature, and worn-out human 
FDSLWDOµFKLOGUHQDGXOWVGLVDEOHGDQGHOGHUO\¶73 Given that the economic colonisation of the 
private began, very concertedly, at home, is it not dangerously naive to assume that the home, 
of all places, has escaped? 
British solicitors (correctly) advised both my partners and his then-wife that if F left the 
house, then this would automatically give M custody on the grounds that she was the primary 
carer who was resident in the family home. During the terrible run-up to the family court 
hearing, my partner found three typed up pages of calculations (not unlike a page from Gary 
Becker, though not as complicated), prepared by his ex-ZLIH¶VODZ\HUEURWKHURQZKLFK0
KDGSXWWKHELURQRWHµ:LOO,JHWPRUHLQWKH6WDWHV"¶ 0¶VIXQGDPHntalist parents turned up 
unannounced in the family home, in the attempt to make it unbearable for him to stay. F hung 
on in the family home despite the deep emotional traumas. Though in the end it made no 
difference to the outcome of the family court hearing, he and his daughters spent the summer 
camping in the living room with the wife and in-ODZVSHUIRUPLQJGDGG\¶VHVWUDQJHPHQWIURP
µWKHIDPLO\¶DQGWKHLQ-ODZVVOHHSLQJLQWKHIRUPHUFRXSOH¶VEHGXSVWDLUV 
Far from being the romanticised site of extra-HFRQRPLFµVRFLDOJOXH¶WKHKRPHDQGIDPLO\LV
commonly understood as the primary asset. The mortgage is the main outgoing. And income 
is related very explicitly to custody of the children post-GLYRUFH,QWKH¶VGDWDRQWKH
family was first recorded General Register Office, later merged with the Government 
Statistical Service, making it possible to analyse and shape family demographics. Today any 
SRWHQWLDOO\GLYRUFLQJ0RU)FDQJRWRWKH%ULWLVK*RYHUQPHQW¶VKHOSIXORQOLQHFDOFXODWRU
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Under such circumstances, the assumptions that no-one ever wants to be left holding the 
EDE\RUWKDWµPHQKDYHEHHQPRUHZLOOLQJWKDQZRPHQWRGLYRUFHSDUWO\EHFause they are not 
JLYHQFXVWRG\RIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶74 ±seem dangerously naive and out of date. There are clearly 
good emotional and economic reasons, for both parties, for wanting more of the baby--not 
least because, in the UK, the primary care of the children is associated with staying in the 
IDPLO\KRPHRULQOHJDOWHUPVµKDYLQJJUHDWHUILQDQFLDOQHHGV¶WKHSULPDU\ILQDQFLDOQHHG
EHLQJµKRXVLQJQHHGV¶,QFRPHLVH[SOLFLWO\UHODWHGWRPDMRULW\RZQHUVKLSRIWKHFKLOGUHQRU
custody, a strangely sinister woUGZKLFKPHDQVERWKµFDSWXUH¶DQGµLPSULVRQPHQW¶DQG
µSURWHFWLYHFDUH¶7KHODQJXDJHRIWKHIDPLO\FRXUWVµFXVWRG\¶DQGµYLVLWDWLRQULJKWV¶LV
disturbingly close to the language of the prison system. The state of Texas has recently 
introduced a different WHUPµFRQVHUYDWRUVKLS¶7KHPRYHWRWKHWHUPµFRQVHUYDWRUVKLS¶LV
FRXSOHGZLWKDPRYHWRZDUGVµMRLQWFRQVHUYDWRUVKLS¶DQGDQHPSKDVLVRQVKDUHG
UHVSRQVLELOLWLHVUDWKHUWKDQµSRVVHVVLYHFDUH¶,QWKHXQHYHQORWWHU\RIFKLOGµFXVWRG\¶7H[DV
seems more progressive than the UK. As with many battles between other recently realised 
adjustments in equality and rights (for example the battle between freedom of religion and 
sexual freedom), there are huge discrepancies in outcomes between states. Had my partner 
and his ex-wife lived in Texas, or California, or Norway, the outcome would (we are told) 
have had more of a chance of being very different. Ironically, had both parties been resident 
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in Iowa at the moment of divorce M would probably not have been granted permission to 
immediately leave the state. Ours is a particularly acute case²and a revealing one. The 
international question amplified the deep cultural mythologies of M and F.  
%DFNLQWKH¶V/\QQ6HJDOZRUULHGWKDWZKDWVKHWHUPHGµPDWHUQDOUHYLYDOLVP¶LQWKH
IHPLQLVWPRYHPHQWZDVOHDGLQJWRDQµH[DJJHUDWLRQRIVH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH¶ and a Manichean or 
Gnostic concept of M and F.75 The feminist movement has added the weight of its own 
incredulity to the impossibility of queering the mother and has strangely reinforced the 
exclusive relationship between M and nurture that was once so generously/graciously 
FRQFHGHGE\SDWHUQDOODZµ$PDQFDQpossibly PRWKHUDFKLOG¶VD\V1DQF\&KRGRURZ%XW
µLW¶VKDUGIRUGDGV¶2FFDVLRQDOO\E\DPLUDFOHyou might get a male M. But it is about as 
common as a virgin birth. I think about the shocking recent statistics from the new 
JRYHUQPHQWDOLQLWLDWLYHWRFKDOOHQJHµ(GZDUGLDQ¶DWWLWXGHVWRFKLOG-rearing by allowing 
working mothers and fathers to share up to fifty weeks of pDUHQWDOOHDYHEHIRUHWKHFKLOG¶V
first birthday. In its first year this was taken up by only one per cent of fathers, a statistic that 
sharply distinguishes countries like Norway and Sweden from the UK. The reasons are surely 
complex, and include the pay differentials between M-for-Male and F-for-Female and the 
excessive bureaucracy of the process. But we should note that that fifty-five percent of 
women interviewed in one survey said that they would not be open to sharing their maternity 
leave: statistics that cannot simply be read as an effect of unequal pay.76  
As I fill out my strangely anachronistic divorce petition form, I think about forms: 
bureaucratic legal forms; forms as correct procedures; rituals of social etiquette; but also 
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forms as visible shapes or configurations; outlines; essences, fundamental truths. I think of 
WKHODFNRIIRUPVIRUWKHYHU\UHFHQWSKHQRPHQRQRIµEURNHQ¶UHODWLRQVKLSV2XUVWRU\WHOOLQJ
has not yet caught up with this still new phenomenon. We desperately need creative liturgies 
and stories to pour our experiences into and to make more life-giving stories and 
consequences for our children. We can do much much better than the reflex story of tragedy, 
catastrophe and vengeance and the duel between self-protecting enemies staged in this 
secular-theological-bureaucratic form for divorce. Religious communities and the state (its 
social workers and its legal systems) need to take responsibility for more creative stories and 
values. At the moment, life-affirming stories and better outcomes for children only come 
when families feel they have the power to tell their own story, and deliberately opt out of the 
VWRULHVWROGE\*RGVDQG/DZV)RUPDQ\LWLVKDUGWRWHOORQH¶VRZQVWRU\RUWRUHVLVWWKH
temptations of the dominant story of tragedy and the pageant of one-sided guilt. The 
VWUXFWXUHVDUHWHPSWLQJ7KHRQHZKRILUVWPDNHVLWWRWKHUROHRIµSHWLWLRQHU¶FDQHQMR\WKH
comfort of a liturgical-legal story of an enemy who has sinned against him/her, with the full 
support of law and the state. All the other sins of a marriage/relationship can be elided in 
µDGXOWHU\¶7KLVLVWKHWHPSWDWLRQRIVH[DQGWKHPDVWHU-narrative of sex. In some cases 
families do map onto these lop-sided stories of abuse and violation. But we are encouraging 
all families to narrate their stories as dramas of sin and abuse (more or less metaphorical), 
and terrible consequences follow when people believe or actualise this liturgy of law, this 
social-legal script. Feminist and ideological critics, and before them, the deists, first argued 
that disbelief and demystification can be a form of moral virtue, for the benefit of society. 
Disbelief and demystification have been focused on scriptures²especially the Bible, as if the 
Bible somehow embodied all potentially pernicious scripts. But what of the canon of the law: 
the canon that, far more than the Bible, really gets around and co-ordinates the public 




which can be made to accommodate gender reversal but not homosexuality, queerly). The 
social edifices supporting and endorsing judges go far deeper than the edifices supporting 
priests. 
As a fitting conclusion to this form²and also this essay, with its unnerving revelations of 
QHZPL[WXUHVRIWKHµVHFXODU¶WKHRORJLFDODQd the biblical, and its new sightings of the virgin 
mother²it turns out that the form ends with a bureaucratic supplication or Prayer. Section 10 
is a perfect British-EXUHDXFUDWLFµSUD\HU¶ZLWKµVXSSRUWLQJQRWHVIRUJXLGDQFH¶RQKRZWRSUD\ 
 
I supplicate,SHWLWLRQWKLQNLQJRIWKHZRPHQZKRRQFHµSUD\HG¶RUSHWLWLRQHGIRUJUDFHIURP
the legal father, and my partner who is now perceived as the dependent beneficiary of 
maternal grace. I think of the female petitioners petitioning the Lord Chancellor or the Master 
of the Rolls; and ,WKLQNRIWKHHSLWKHWIRU-XGJHVDQG$UFKELVKRSVµP\/RUG¶µ<RXU*UDFH¶
I close my eyes and pray for more creative stories and forms. And then I accuse my soon to 
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